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ARCHITECTING STRUCTURAL FLEXIBILITY IN DESIGN 
PROCESSES – A CASE STUDY OF PUBLIC SECTOR DIGI-
TAL INNOVATION 
Research paper 
Hedlund, Hugo, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden, hugo.hedlund@umu.se 
Abstract 
Public sector organizations (PSO) are under pressure to undertake digital innovation in order to meet 
the challenges of a higher demand for service quality despite tighter budgetary restrictions. Effective 
digital innovation presupposes the flexible and appealing collaboration of heterogeneous actors pos-
sessing distinct knowledge loosely coupled in a complex service ecosystem. However, many PSOs lack 
access to employees possessing the specialized knowledge needed to execute digital innovation design 
processes and may thus need to seek external collaborations. This paper reports a case study of a PSO 
pilot project attempting to facilitate an inclusive design process for digital innovation. The study ex-
amines how teams comprising public sector professionals and private sector developers come to be 
involved and awarded agency during a digital innovation design process in the public sector. Findings 
indicate a need to architect conditions that allow for flexible provisional participation in the design 
process, thereby allowing novel collaborations to emerge, facilitating access to innovation interme-
diation and the integration of knowledge resources required for successful digital innovation. This 
paper contributes to our understanding of the setup and execution of digital innovation design pro-
cesses in the public sector. 
Keywords: Digital Innovation, Service Innovation, Digital Public Service Design, E-government 
1 Introduction 
This paper analyzes a successful digital innovation (DI) design project and explores the underlying 
factors that enable heterogeneous actors to collaborate on digital innovation design projects in the pub-
lic sector. In 2017, a Swedish municipal organization decided to approach the design of their digital 
public services in a new way. Having experienced drawn-out development processes where ideas were 
created and evaluated but often discarded or failed to live up to expectations, the organization realized 
that a new approach was needed. While it’s old innovation process was slow-moving and centralized 
internally, the new process, inspired by agile and design-driven methods of development was highly 
collaborative involving multiple actors. The organization’s aim, in adopting the new process, was to 
bridge the traditional innovation chasm: that is to move quickly from a problem to actionable solutions 
of a higher quality.  
The new approach was tested in a pilot project, in which the participation of management representa-
tives, staff from different areas, external consultants and end-users was managed in a flexible and dy-
namic manner. Management was supported by external consultants in formulating a loosely described 
vision for the outcome of the design process for which staff formulated rough solutions. With the help 
of the consultants, the solutions were refined into concepts, developed into digital prototypes, and test-
ed by actual users under two week-long design sprint events. The pilot project resulted in two concepts 
and digital prototypes that were deemed worthy of further development by the municipal organization. 
The project thus achieved the goals of rapid and relevant design of digital innovations.  
Designing viable and desirable digital services is an ambition of many public sector organizations 
(PSO). Research on the design of digital services in the public sector underlines the importance of user 
participation in the design phase (Jaeger and Bertot, 2010). In order to facilitate adequate knowledge 
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of a service’s final use context, internal and external user groups need be identified and involved in the 
process (Axelsson, Melin and Lindgren, 2013). However, it has been suggested a tension exists be-
tween citizen and government needs that complicates the collaborative development of citizen-facing 
digital services (Kotamraju and van der Geest, 2012). Meanwhile, research into the provision of e-
government services has been accused of failing to learn lessons from existing research on subjects 
such as Information Systems (IS) Political Science and Open Innovation (Heeks and Bailur, 2007; 
Bekkers, 2012; Holgersson, Lindgren, Melin and Axelsson, 2017).  
In this paper we adopt a perspective on the design of digital public services based in the growing body 
of IS research on DI. Digital technology enhances the distribution of both innovation outcomes and 
processes and "increases the heterogeneity of knowledge resources needed in order to innovate" (Yoo, 
Boland, Lyytinen and Majchrzak, 2012, p. 1401). Integration of specific knowledge associated with 
previously unrelated professions or fields increasingly has the capacity to be recombined in to order to 
innovate. However, achieving such recombinant DI poses challenges for many public organizations 
that are unaccustomed to collaborating across and far beyond functional silos.  
This paper reports on the results of a case study on a pilot project of a DI design process involving 
public-sector employees from various levels in the management hierarchy of a municipal organization, 
external consultants and citizens. Answering the call of Holgersson et al. (2017) for e-government re-
search to draw upon general IS and service innovation research in addressing challenges in the design 
of digital public services, this paper adopts a service perspective on DI to answer the research ques-
tion: how do teams comprising public-sector professionals and private-sector developers come to be 
involved and awarded agency during a digital innovation design process in the public sector? We will 
henceforth use the shorthand term ‘heterogeneous (innovation) team’ for this form of collaboration. 
This paper adopts a service ecosystem informed perspective on DI (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015) to 
analyze how a multi-stakeholder process of DI design develops. For the purposes of this paper DI de-
sign is understood as an ongoing emergent design process of a value proposition through an integra-
tion of resources (Skålén, Gummerus, von Koskull and Magnusson, 2015), some of which are digital 
(Nambisan, Lyytinen, Majchrzak and Song, 2017). Innovation agency is seen as distributed in an 
emergent service ecosystem of actors where questions of structure and participation are continuously 
negotiated (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015).  
The rest of this paper is structured as follows. First, previous research on the design of digital public 
services and the growing body of literature on DI is presented. The analytical framing of a service in-
formed perspective on DI is then introduced. Second, the empirical setting, research approach and data 
analysis of this study are presented and discussed. Third, results of the data collection and data analy-
sis are presented. Fourth, the results are discussed in relation to previous research, and conclusions of 
the study are presented. In this paper ‘PSO’ denotes a public-sector organization; the employees of a 
PSO are either referred to by their title, or as staff; citizens seeking services from PSOs are referred to 
as ‘clients’; and ‘external consultant’ denotes an employee of the external consultancy firm.     
2 Related research and theoretical framework 
2.1 Design of digital public services 
E-services, like e-government, remains a widely used but poorly defined concept. However, contribu-
tions toward a unified discourse around digital public services have been made by Lindgren and Jans-
son (2013). They posit that the concept of a public electronic service needs to be understood from the 
words ‘public’, ‘electronic’ and ‘service’. The public aspect of e-services refers to the fact that these 
kinds of services are provided based on a public ethos, meaning criteria based on legality, democracy 
and accountability underlie their provision. Further, services are often provided in an asymmetrical 
relationship, where the choice of service provider may be significantly lower than when selecting pri-
vate services. Underscoring the two previous points, the primary users of the services are citizens ra-
ther than consumers, which raises questions of individual and political rights and obligations as well as 
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the availability of services for all. Further, according to Lindgren and Jansson, the electronic part of 
public e-services emphasizes that they are enabled through technical artifacts using internet-based 
technology connected to other information systems. This facet of public e-services directs attention to 
questions of design, user experience, and architectural IS questions. Lastly, Lindgren and Jansson 
stress that a public e-service constitutes a process of service where value is co-created by citizens 
through interaction. Thus, the quality of service must be evaluated from the citizen’s point of view.  
This paper agrees with the definition of Lindgren and Jansson, however, in response to Lindgren and 
Melin’s (2017) call for a more comprehensive and scalable typology for e-services this paper proposes 
replacing ‘electronic’ by ‘digital’, in order to connect the discussion of public e-services to conceptual 
contributions around digital innovations (Henfridsson, Nandhakumar, Scarbrough and Panourgias, 
2018; Holmström, 2018; Monteiro, 2018; Nambisan, 2018). The notion of digital innovations takes 
into account the layered modular architecture (Yoo, Henfridsson and Lyytinen, 2010) of modern digi-
tal technology and emphasizes ongoing interaction between different layers of digital resources and 
users (Henfridsson et al., 2018). From here on, this paper adopts the term ‘digital public services’ for 
the purposes of discussing the design of digital services that PSOs present to end-users. 
Research on the design of digital public services, to some degree, suffers from the same conceptual 
vagueness of e-government research discussed above. It is often difficult to determine whether the dis-
cussed development is citizen-centered according to the definition of Lindgren and Jansson (2013), or 
if the e-government development deals with internal IS development projects mainly concerned with 
internal efficiency (Ilshammar, Bjurström and Grönlund, 2005) that might fall under the categories of 
wider Enterprise Resource Planning or Knowledge Management systems. However, research on the 
development of digital public services is ongoing and significant contributions are being made.  
One of the main lessons from research on the design of digital public services underlines the im-
portance of user centricity in the design phase (Jaeger and Bertot, 2010). However, public administra-
tions are prone to developing digital public services based on efficiency gains for the internal organi-
zation rather than for the benefit of citizens (Ilshammar et al., 2005). User-centered methods of devel-
opment are believed to result in services that correspond to user needs to a higher degree. However, 
including users in the develop process introduces challenges, such as heterogeneous user segments, 
inclusion of democratic considerations in participation, and the users lack of appropriate skills (Karls-
son, Holgersson, Söderström and Hedström, 2012). Citizens have been found to be willing to partici-
pate in development. However, the higher level of user involvement increases the demands on citizens 
in terms of the time, resources and skills needed to contribute to the development process (Holgersson 
and Karlsson, 2014). To facilitate adequate knowledge of a service’s final use-context, internal and 
external user groups need be identified and involved in the process (Axelsson et al., 2013). However, 
tensions between citizen and government needs complicate user participatory design processes (Ko-
tamraju and van der Geest, 2012).  
Compounding these problems of user inclusion are the findings that PSOs suffer from a general lack 
of resources, notably regarding time, competence, and skills” (Holgersson et al., 2017), with respect to 
innovation in digital public services. Further, innovation is seen to be difficult to achieve within the 
public sector due to contextual complexities regarding legislation, rules and political agendas (Bertot, 
Estevez and Janowski, 2016). Current practice and research on the development of innovations and IT 
in a public sector context has started to engage with the use of agile development methods to alleviate 
these problems and to provide accessible methods for development (Mergel, 2016; Mergel, Gong and 
Bertot, 2018). However, challenges concerning a lack of internal competencies and stimulating diverse 
user participation in agile development have been identified by practitioners (Simonofski, Ayed, Van-
derose and Snoeck, 2018).  
In the public sector, IT outsourcing has historically been a means for cutting costs and gaining access 
to technology and the associated expertise required to develop and operate it (Gantman, 2011). Fur-
ther, research suggests that successful IT outsourcing is contingent upon the active and strategic man-
agement of IT outsourcing as a relationship, governed by service-level agreements (Chen and Perry, 
2003). Current literature on the design and collaboration around digital public services has not en-
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gaged with literature on digital or service innovation to a significant degree and thus misses an oppor-
tunity to gain explanatory devices used within a wider IS discourse.    
2.2 Digital innovation 
This paper adopts a Service Dominant (SD) Logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) perspective to explicate 
how digital innovation is performed. For the purposes of this paper innovation is understood to be an 
ongoing emergent process that may result in service where value is determined by service beneficiar-
ies through the process of resource integration (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). Innovation agency is seen as 
distributed in an emergent service ecosystem of actors where questions of structure, worldview and 
participation are continuously being negotiated (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). Innovation processes 
and outcomes are considered to be two sides of the same coin, comprising continuous activities of in-
tegrating operand and operant resources to achieve value cocreation (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). 
In recent years, digital innovation has been proposed as a fundamental powerful concept in the field of 
IS for understanding and matching digital opportunities with organizational or societal needs, thus cre-
ating “something new and valuable with digital technology” (Fichman, Dos Santos and Zheng, 2014, 
p. 330). What separates DI from previous conceptions of innovation is that it draws, in process and 
outcomes, upon unique features of digital technology, such as the exponential growth of computing 
power, network effects, re-programmability, data homogenization, and the self-referential nature of 
digital technology (Yoo et al., 2010; Fichman et al., 2014). This implies that DI, and the management 
thereof (Nylén and Holmström, 2015; Nambisan et al., 2017), distinguishes itself from earlier forms of 
innovation in being concerned with ever-changing artifacts that could be said to possess an ambivalent 
ontology (Kallinikos, Aaltonen and Marton, 2013).  
A DI perspective emphasizes a dynamic requirement for the integration of diverse and specialized 
knowledge seldom contained in one organization in both process and outcome (Yoo et al., 2012). This 
indicates a novel need for fluid teams of appropriate actors collaborating to address emergent objec-
tives. Organizational adaptation to this changing paradigm is challenging as established firms adopting 
a DI perspective have been found to face four interrelated and competing concerns: existing versus 
requisite innovation capability; a product versus process focus on innovation; internal versus external 
innovation collaboration; and a controlling versus flexible mode of innovation governance (Svahn, 
Mathiassen and Lindgren, 2017). Tradeoffs between these concerns must be managed carefully when 
organizing DI.  
DI speaks to and expands the 'electronic' dimension of 'e-services'. Applying a DI perspective to digi-
tal public services, thus allows us to analyze them, their creation, and utilization as digital, re-
programmable, networked, self-referential technical artifacts making use of rapid increases in compu-
ting power. This articulation directs our attention to the fact that digital public services should not be 
considered static, isolated, and bounded objects, except by design. Failing to acknowledge these as-
pects of DI may lead to missed opportunities in terms of digital disruption (Skog, Wimelius and Sand-
berg, 2018), and digital transformation (Hinings, Gegenhuber and Greenwood, 2018). 
Increasingly, DI is connected to the notion of service innovation rooted in an SD Logic (Barrett, Da-
vidson, Prabhu and Vargo, 2015). The concept of an SD logic originates within the field of marketing 
(Vargo and Lusch, 2004) yet has impacted many different fields, such as design (Kimbell, 2011), pub-
lic administration (Osborne, Radnor, Vidal and Kinder, 2014), and education (Jarvis, Halvorson, Sad-
eque and Johnston, 2014). The subject of service innovation, where customers (Michel, Brown and 
Gallan, 2008) and staff (Skålén et al., 2015; Åkesson, Skålén, Edvardsson and Stålhammar, 2016) are 
accorded increased agency in value co-creation, is central, and the notion of service ecosystems is 
emerging as a useful means of understanding their interaction in service innovation (Lusch and Nam-
bisan, 2015; Vargo, Wieland and Akaka, 2015). Service innovation emphasizes a perspective of inter-
activity on value co-creation through service, as well as in the design of value propositions or services.  
This paper adopts a process view of DI that can be conceptualized as an iterative generalized recurring 
process either utilizing or aiming to produce novel technology or technology use (Fichman et al., 
2014). In this paper, focus is directed toward the two initial stages – discovery and development – of 
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such a generalized process, where the initial construction of a value proposition is designed (Skålén et 
al., 2015). At the same time, we reiterate that the boundedness of innovation processes has been re-
duced through the introduction of digital artifacts in these processes (Nambisan et al., 2017) and that 
the adoption of an SD logic perspective questions the unidirectionality of innovation processes (Vargo 
et al., 2015). 
In the discussion of the studied DI design project we draw upon a service ecosystem perspective on DI 
as articulated by Lusch and Nambisan (2015) to examine how heterogenous (innovation) teams come 
to be involved and awarded agency during a DI design processes in the public sector. Lusch and Nam-
bisan frame innovation as taking place in a service ecosystem, which is understood as a network of 
loosely coupled actors capable of engaging in innovation processes. These processes result in service 
platforms that form a basis for value-cocreation. With a focus on knowledge integration in DI design 
processes (Yoo et al., 2012), this study concentrates on the underlying ecosystem aspects – Architec-
ture of Participation and Structural Flexibility – in the discussion of results. An Architecture of Partic-
ipation brings into focus the reason and rules for what value is seen to be cocreated though engage-
ment in the ecosystem and by which means this exchange will be orchestrated or enforced. Transpar-
ent rules of exchange encourage trustful and open collaboration between networked actors. Structural 
Flexibility speaks to the forms and characteristics of organizational interaction of actors engaged in 
service innovation, thus drawing attention to what degree actors can be flexibly associated to each oth-
er and thus achieve agency in the interaction and integration of heterogeneous knowledge resources. 
An innovation intermediary is an example of an actor that can flexibly coordinate value cocreating 
actors in an innovation process (Nambisan and Sawhney, 2007). Dynamic structural flexibility influ-
ences how these connections persist or perish.   
3 Research approach 
A qualitative case study approach (Klein and Myers, 1999) was used to study the ongoing real-world 
processes (Benbasat, Goldstein and Mead, 1987) involved in the setup and execution of the design 
phase of a DI project involving actors from many levels of a municipal organization and actors exter-
nal to this organization. The paper aims to generalize findings on a theoretical level (Lee and Basker-
ville, 2003). Data collection was conducted through semi structured qualitative interviews, observa-
tions at project events, and document review. A thematic analysis approach was used to answer the 
research question: how do teams comprising public-sector professionals and private-sector developers 
come to be involved and awarded agency during a digital innovation design process in the public sec-
tor? 
3.1 Research setting 
This study considered a specific DI design project within a Swedish municipal organization. The pro-
ject was selected with regard to the revelatory and unusual nature (Benbasat et al., 1987) of the studied 
case. Even though there are arguable differences between public and private sector innovation (i.e. 
politicized factors or coerced “services”), there are similarities in the challenges associated with man-
aging interorganizational processes (Osborne, Radnor and Nasi, 2013) and managing increased flexi-
bility within mechanistic organizations. This makes the case interesting to organizations outside the 
public sector who wish to innovate.   
The subject of the study is a PSO, henceforth called Salutogenesis, providing support and care to cli-
ents with physical and mental disabilities. The studied project had the express purpose of changing 
current work practices through DI, with the intention of cutting the cost and increasing the quality of 
public services. Salutogenesis has around 1400 employees providing highly heterogeneous, tailored 
support and care for about 900 clients with mental and physical disabilities. The organization operates 
at around 90 fixed locations as well as operating in service users’ homes. Salutogenesis is a part of a 
larger municipal organization employing around 8000 people. The project followed a prescribed inno-
vation method created and facilitated by an external consultancy firm, henceforth identified as Mang-
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sa, having practical experience of working with DI in public and private sector companies and using 
agile and design-driven development methods. 
3.2 Data collection 
The author collected data by attending project events, studying project documentation and conducting 
semi structured interviews (Myers and Newman, 2007) with project participants. Ten semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with two senior managers, four business developers, and four external con-
sultants. (While interviews with Salutogenesis’ clients would have been desirable, the sensitive nature 
of their contact with Salutogenesis made interviews difficult to realize during this study.) One inter-
view was conducted via video chat, the rest were conducted in person at the interviewee’s place of 
work. An interview guide based on four principal themes – background information on interviewee, 
organizational involvement in project, individual involvement in project and client needs – was used 
for all interviews. Interview subjects were selected through purposive sampling (Cooper, 2013) based 
on their level of involvement in the project, where project immersion and mandate to make decisions 
were the primary factors for selection. Interview length varied between 40 and 80 minutes with an av-
erage length of 57 minutes. All interviews were conducted, recorded and transcribed in Swedish in 
their entirety by the author. The author attended eight project events lasting a total of 35 hours.  
3.3 Data analysis 
A thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) of the interviews was performed to explore how hetero-
genous (innovation) teams come to be involved and awarded agency during a DI design process in the 
public sector. Data analysis started with a thorough reading of the interview transcripts, in order to 
obtain familiarity with the data. Initial codes rooted in the data were constructed in English and com-
pared to each other for repeated patterns and then grouped together based on shared meaningful con-
tent. These clusters formed the basis for the identified themes. The two main themes are presented in 
Sections 4.2 and 4.3. An extract of the process of analysis is presented in Table 1. 
 
Quote Code Theme 
What I did was also that I said ‘we’re doing this, we’re prioritiz-
ing this and then we have to de-prioritize other things’ [Manager 
1] 
Prioritization of 
project 
Enrolment in digital 
innovation design 
project 
That led to us presenting [our method] and that way of thinking 
and, kind of, proposed that this could be a solution for you to cre-
ate some kind of overall plan for how you can work with these 
questions. [Consultant 2] 
Offering of 
method 
The greatest benefit of [this method] has been these sprints we 
have had. Because, I have worked many years in the municipality 
and knows how slow the processes can be, and there we basically 
went from an idea on a paper to finished prototype on day five. 
That was incredibly cool. [Business developer 2]   
Swiftness 
through method 
Lack of internal re-
sources and influx of 
external influences 
Table 1. Extract of analysis process 
4 Results 
First, the course of events of the DI design process is presented as observed and documented, in order 
to provide an empirical backdrop for the analyzed interviews. Secondly, the two main themes identi-
fied during the analysis, relating to how heterogeneous (innovation) teams come to be involved and 
awarded agency during a DI design process in the public sector, are presented and supported by quotes 
from the transcripts. 
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4.1 Digital innovation design process 
The prescribed process designed and led by Mangsa consisted of workshops, lectures, and innovation 
sprint events (similar Google Ventures’ design sprints). All activities were led and supported by 
Mangsa consultants in roles such as lecturer, workshop facilitator, designer, and digital prototyper. A 
simplified overview of the DI design process is presented in Figure 1. Throughout the process Mangsa 
also held a lecture series on digital transformation for Salutogenesis management and business devel-
opers and continuously provided business coaching to senior management of Salutogenesis. 
The initial milestone event consisted of a workshop that was intended to create a common view among 
Salutogenesis management of the organization’s guiding visions and goals in the long term as well as 
the three-month period of the innovation project. The workshops were also used to create and select 
areas for lectures on selected subjects related to the established goals and as further input for the inno-
vation sprints. The guiding visions produced for the project were formulated into four open areas for 
improvement that were manifested in the form of digital mockups intended to stimulate discussion 
around the organization’s desired state in the future and provide inspiring examples of what the de-
sired state could look like. The four areas for development identified were flexible support for clients 
with special needs, digital services, competence, and new forms of organizational staffing. 
The second milestone event consisted of a lecture and a workshop focused on two of the areas for de-
velopment: flexible support for those with special needs and digital services. This event was attended 
by Salutogenesis management and staff with responsibilities for business development. Ideas were 
collaboratively formulated around the themes of flexible support and digital services and one idea was 
selected for concept development, prototyping and testing in the first innovation sprint.    
The goal of the first sprint event was to create an easy to use and flexible toolbox designed to increase 
the self-sufficiency of Salutogenesis’ clients. Questions about adoption, ease of use and desirability 
were formulated to explore the appeal and inform the design of such a service. The participants in this 
sprint event included one member of Salutogenesis management in a business development and deci-
sion-making role, one business developer, and two members of frontline staff. A digital service based 
around digital planning, guidance and feedback was conceived and two digital prototypes were pro-
duced and then tested by five of the organization’s clients. The tests indicated that a personalized 
smartphone service could visualize progress and create a motivating mode of planning for Salutogene-
sis’ clients. The key insights from the first sprint event was that a pedagogical and flexible digital 
week planner would help clients’ better organize the structure of their days, and that personalized digi-
tal feedback had the potential to increase clients willingness to take responsibility for structuring their 
own activities. Mangsa produced a summary sprint report with recommendations for implementation 
revolving around iterative development and iterative testing in close collaboration with the clients. 
The third milestone event consisted of a lecture and discussions on the other two areas for develop-
ment: competence and new forms of organizational staffing. The event was attended by management 
and business development staff. Discussions provided a backdrop for an area that was later selected by 
management for concept development, prototyping and testing in the second innovation sprint.    
The second sprint event centered around safe night supervision of clients through increased coopera-
tion and new ways of working. The participants in this sprint event consisted of one business develop-
er in a decision-making role, a second business developer, and two members of frontline staff. The 
questions formulated to explore design and desirability revolved around efficiency, communication, 
and guidance for staff. A digital service focused on needs-based supervision, interaction manuals and 
digital communication was formulated. A digital prototype was developed and then tested by members 
of staff with experience of night supervision. The user tests suggested that implementation of the pro-
posed digital tool could streamline staffing at night and increase quality of interaction. Moreover, the 
tool was found to have the potential to be used throughout the day, not just at night. However, issues 
were raised over time management for staff in a streamlined needs-based nightly supervision service 
and the willingness of staff to adopt the solution. Key insights from the second sprint event was that 
working with the digital service would require careful introduction to both staff and clients and that 
structuring client information could be beneficial for the overall operations of Salutogenesis. However, 
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many of the user tests indicated that this would be a good solution for someone else, which was taken 
to mean that the solution would be difficult to implement with current staff. Mangsa produced a sum-
mary sprint report with recommendations for further development centered on user tests with clients, 
an inventory of suitable implementation sites and small-scale implementation. 
After the conclusion of the DI design project concepts from both sprints were deemed interesting 
enough to warrant further development. The design processes were thus seen as successful.  
Workshop 
construction of 
guiding vision and 
focus areas
Lecture and idea 
generation 
workshop as input 
to sprint #1
Lecture and 
discussions as input 
to sprint #2
Sprint #2
Milestone 1 Milestone 2 Milestone 3
Sprint #1
  
Figure 1. Simplified overview of digital innovation design process 
4.2 Theme 1: Enrolment in digital innovation design project 
The first identified theme from the interviews deals with the activities surrounding the setup of the 
formal DI design project described in Section 4.1. The theme illustrates how actors on many levels 
within the municipal organization interact with Mangsa consultants to allow a heterogeneous (innova-
tion) team consisting of staff from Salutogenesis and Mangsa to collaborate in the DI design process. 
The genesis of the project stemmed from discussions between Mangsa consultants and municipal sen-
ior management as to how the municipality could achieve digital transformation. Mangsa representa-
tives pitched their design-driven, agile method for ideation, prioritization and rapid development of 
prototypes. Municipal senior management saw potential for DI through an approach that matched their 
ambition of developing and evaluating concepts for digital public services rapidly in order to achieve 
user benefits. Salutogenesis was consequently designated as the department of interest for participa-
tion in the project. To be a part of the DI design project financing had to be secured for both Saluto-
genesis and Mangsa’s participation. Here, top management in the wider municipal organization is seen 
to have been supportive both in pointing out Salutogenesis as the financed department, amongst other 
potential participants, as well as in securing financing for Mangsa. This was achieved by establishing 
the DI design project as a pilot project within another ongoing project, thus using its funds and con-
tributing towards its project goals. A Mangsa consultant describes their initial discussions with top 
management regarding the proposed DI process and its formation as a subproject:   
“[Municipal management] saw how this could contribute in terms of results to that project and give 
them quite clear results very quickly. […] [Municipal management] saw a synergy there. I think 
Salutogenesis saw a financing opportunity that they didn’t have.” [Consultant 2] 
Senior management’s appreciation of the possible outcomes in terms of digital innovations as well as 
goal attainment for the ongoing parent project and their choice of participating unit was thus seen to be 
important in the setup of the project. 
However, the status of associated pilot project does not seem to have come without caveats for Mang-
sa. Concerns were identified of having to undertake additional (unpaid) work, reporting to the larger 
municipal organization as well as a concern for the survival of project results when Mangsa were not 
guaranteed to continue working with outcomes beyond the pilot. A Mangsa consultant describes the 
pitfalls of being associated with a project that was seen as having short-term goals: 
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“The drawback is that then it's a project and there's really nobody, no one planning a continuation for 
it, which is a disadvantage […] it will be a bit like this, ‘well, we have tried it. It was great. Now we’ll 
try something else”. [Consultant 3] 
While this temporary form of engagement is seen as a risk it is also understood as a disappointing but 
understandable condition of working in a municipal setting, because of the known difficulties in ob-
taining funding for innovation projects in a public sector context. 
Even though the management of Salutogenesis did not actively seek to be a part of the DI design pro-
ject, they clearly prioritized the project, calling on the staff of the organization to give project-related 
activities priority over routine tasks. This prioritization is considered to be no small feat: 
“I decided ‘we’re in’. And I exuded it to be just ‘let’s do this’. And I’m grateful for the wonderful peo-
ple around me that they didn’t question but prioritized this. […] But what I also did was say that now 
we’re giving priority to this and that means putting other things on hold” [Manager 1] 
The chain of command was thus actively engaged in order to display the reprioritization of participa-
tion in the DI design project, at the acknowledged cost to everyday activities. Staff cooperation in this 
reprioritization was recognized as supportive to the setup and execution of the project. 
The initial activity of the DI design process, which Mangsa constructed and guided the actors of 
Salutogenesis through, was designed to establish a common guiding vision for the project grounded in 
the expressed needs identified by the organization’s management. The iterative and visual construction 
of this vision is believed to have resulted in an effective roadmap for the rest of the project. The con-
sultant responsible for the graphical representation of the vision speaks to its benefits: 
 “It's easy to talk about what you want, but it's difficult to, maybe to sketch things out. It's easier for us 
to take back the feedback, sketch something and then let them take it a turn and […] if you really see 
something in front of you, it becomes much more concrete.” [Consultant 4] 
The goals visualized by management for this project were thus actively and jointly negotiated, and 
illustrated for clarity to both management and participants, inside and outside the organization, in the 
continuation of the DI design process. Based on these goals, Salutogenesis management formulated 
sprint questions meant to guide the construction and testing of ideas in relation to organizational chal-
lenges. The vison provided input to the sprints, thereby creating a link from senior management’s for-
mulated ambitions to staff input and consultant digital prototyping on how to practically address chal-
lenges in relation to client needs.   
The above theme describes how actors belonging to several organizational levels of a public sector 
organization interacted with private sector actors to create conditions for participation in the DI design 
project described in Section 4.1. How this participation is seen to deviate from standard operating pro-
cedures and to what effect is described in the next section. 
4.3 Theme 2: Lack of internal resources and influx of external influences 
The second theme identified by the data analysis revolves around the perceived value Salutogenesis 
actors see in gaining access to resources in the form of knowledge, competencies and methods per-
ceived to be lacking in the organization.  
For Salutogenesis, the access to competencies the organization lacked was one of the main reasons for 
engaging in the DI design project with Mangsa. Salutogenesis and their development staff lack flexi-
bility, in terms of engaging with other staff and clients, and agility in their working practices. These 
shortcomings are compounded by rapid societal and technological change. Moreover, Salutogenesis 
also recognized that its support functions, methods and competencies were not able to meet the de-
mands of clients or the expectations of digital public services. A manager explains their situation: 
“So, we have to find new solutions because of the behaviors and difficulties that people have today. It 
has become more and more complex, they are not met by our traditional ways of working. […] What I 
haven’t experienced is that we’ve had so much of this ability to translate ideas into digital solutions” 
[Manager 1] 
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In short, Salutogenesis recognized that ‘the way we do things around here’ was not keeping up with 
the changing needs of Salutogenesis’ clients, and the organization’s capacity to develop digital public 
services was inadequate. Participation in the DI design project was a way of addressing these issues. 
Several Salutogenesis employees expressed a liking for methods that facilitated moving from ideas to 
user-tested prototypes as this would provide a way of speeding up development processes that might 
otherwise may be delayed by considering legislative, administrative or compliance issues too early in 
the process. Two business developers expressed frustration with the standard mode of developing new 
services, in contrast to the rapid approach offered by Mangsa: 
“I have expressed this for several years that we put down a great amount of time on inquiries and so 
on to create, really, desktop products that we then push out and then have almost no patience with in 
the implementation phase. I’ve always thought we should turn it around almost entirely, try stuff but 
then be patient with them. [Business developer 2] 
“[I’d] rather get something done and then have a discussion from there than, as a project manager sit 
alone planning for six months, and then there will be new political goals or something” [Business de-
veloper 4] 
The frustration with Salutogenesis’ inertia and inability to implement changes was contrasted with the 
increased freedom and methods toward testable solutions that the project participation would afford. 
Rapid evaluation of ideas through prototype construction and user tests was believed to contribute to-
ward the timely development of services that clients find useful and beneficial. 
Staffing of activities was guided by Mangsa who wanted to make sure the appropriate actors attended 
the right activities at the right time. This also constitutes a practice regarding the ensuring of participa-
tion that goes beyond the established structures of intraorganizational collaboration. A business devel-
oper explains how this goes against conventions:  
“We want to be so instructive and invite politicians and the union and so on while Mangsa meant, 
‘well, we don’t have to do that. They don’t have to be involved at this early stage’.” [Business devel-
oper 3] 
The exclusion of certain organizational functions (that would previously have been involved) was seen 
as a way of avoiding deadlocks at early stages of design, thus facilitating the creation of strong con-
cepts that are seen to constitute a better basis for wider decision making further along in the process. 
At the same time, broad and appropriate staff representation as well as the inclusion of clients as test-
ers of prototypes were seen as factors contributing to the development of viable and desirable digital 
public services that could also match the management’s formulated vision for development. A partici-
pating business developer speaks to the benefits of including personnel with insights into client needs: 
“We wouldn’t have gotten the same results if we hadn’t had any employees working directly with the 
clients, then we would have steered wrong. It was quite clear because some myths were killed instantly 
that others who may not be in working every day, don’t know what it looks like in reality”. [Business 
developer 2] 
This notion of useful actor interchange mainly focuses on the sprint events, where knowledge of client 
needs as well as occupational and organizational realities were combined with DI design skills. This 
combination of knowledge, skills and methods resulted in digital prototypes that were tested by clients 
and staff to evaluate the viability and desirability of the proposed digital public services. 
In relation to the perceived benefits of rapidity and participation in the process by appropriate actors, 
access to Mangsa’s competencies were seen to contribute both to a higher quality in terms of digital 
novelty and conceptual originality than would be produced by Salutogenesis by themselves. A busi-
ness developer speaks to the strength of this collaboration: 
“I thought it was a great advantage to work with Mangsa - because they did not have this predefined 
(laughter) image that we who came from the occupation had, so they thought very wide” [Business 
developer 3] 
While some Salutogenesis employees see the utilization of external competencies for DI design as a 
useful on-demand complement to their internal knowledge of business processes and client needs, oth-
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ers express a view that competencies should be developed and nurtured in-house and so lessen the de-
pendence on external consultants. At the same time a management representative questions whether 
specialized knowledge of digital development should be cultivated within the organization when col-
laborating actors already possess it.  
“The goal must be that we should not go to Mangsa to buy this service that we can support and help 
each other.” [Business developer 4] 
“We do not think we have the competence. Today, we definitely do not. And I’m thinking why? We 
should not be good at it either, but we should, we should be good at [understanding] needs.” [Manag-
er 1] 
While the overall attitude among business developers toward collaboration with outside actors is en-
couraging, this element of discord between management and internal development roles hints at poten-
tial obstacles in future public-private collaborative efforts at DI design.  
The theme discussed above shows the value Salutogenesis actors profess in flexibly collaborating with 
appropriate actors inside and outside the organization in the DI process described in Section 4.1. The 
rationale for the collaboration was grounded in a lack of internal resources for DI design. Collabora-
tion with external actors in ways that deviate from internal development norms is seen to provide ac-
cess to resources unavailable internally, with results that are said to be qualitatively better than what 
internal actors could have produced on their own. 
5 Discussion 
This study seeks to answer how heterogenous (innovation) teams come to be involved in a DI design 
process and acquire agency in that process, in the context of the public sector. Below, results are dis-
cussed in relation to previous research, and the three main implications of this study are presented.  
First, for heterogeneous (innovation) teams to be meaningfully involved in DI design processes in the 
public sector there is a need to architect a structural flexibility, i.e. to create and maintain a structure 
for participation that allows appropriate actors to engage throughout the DI design process. Public sec-
tor actors tasked with achieving DI face a plethora of challenges, chiefly “a general lack resources re-
garding time, competence and skills” (Holgersson et al., 2017, p. 691). Considering DI’s innate need 
for heterogeneous knowledge resources to be integrated (Yoo et al., 2012), these challenges will per-
sist if PSOs continue to organize DI design processes as internal projects, instead of recognizing DI as 
an inherently collaborative effort of loosely coupled actors inside and outside of the organization 
(Lusch and Nambisan, 2015). In the DI project considered in this paper, for example, flexible collabo-
ration between actors from different organizations was only made possible by the municipal organiza-
tion, Mangsa and Salutogenesis establishing an architecture of participation, thus illustrating the inter-
dependence between the concepts of architecture of participation and structural flexibility (Lusch and 
Nambisan, 2015). Preparatory activities of enrolment, involving the identification of potential external 
partners, establishment of a collaboration with an external partner, senior management support and a 
joint clarification regarding the value of participation, are seen to be performed by loosely connected 
actors to facilitate structural flexibility. Mangsa consultants articulated and proposed the format of the 
DI design project in a way that appealed to senior management of the wider municipal organization, 
who in turn secured funding through project association and designated Salutogenesis as the organiza-
tional unit of participation for the project. Salutogenesis management was thus formally assigned to 
participate in the project and subsequently ensured the appropriate personnel participation needed for 
the execution of activities in the DI design process. The enrolment of Mangsa offered formalized ways 
for Salutogenesis to gain access to relationships and desired resources in the form of competences and 
skills around agile work methods for DI design. This contractual engagement established transparency 
in the exchange and an articulation of how value would be realized (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015).  
Second, provisional participation in agile DI design project organizations, allowing freedoms not 
normally afforded in public sector development, may be a way of managing the competing concerns 
associated with DI as well as tensions between government and citizen interests when designing digi-
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tal innovations in the public sector. Again bearing in mind the need for specialized knowledge re-
sources to be integrated for innovation to take place (Yoo et al., 2012; Lusch and Nambisan, 2015), 
the unbounded nature of DI design processes (Vargo et al., 2015; Nambisan et al., 2017) as well as the 
belief that public actors lack internal resources for conducting digital development (Holgersson et al., 
2017), the findings of this study suggest that delimited and networked innovation projects may be a 
viable approach for public organizations seeking flexible access to resources toward purposeful DI 
design. The reasons for desiring structural flexibility correspond to the competing concerns incumbent 
firms face when embracing a DI perspective (Svahn et al., 2017). Managers, and business developers 
recognize that current structures related to innovation capability, innovation collaboration, and innova-
tion governance hinder the organization’s ability to develop digital public services that benefit service 
users. In the project discussed in this paper, these concerns were managed through the delimitation of 
the design process, as something apart from the standard modes of development. Further, the com-
partmentalization of structural flexibility through the temporary architecture of participation in a de-
limited development project may constitute a way to mitigate the tensions between government and 
citizen interests (Kotamraju and van der Geest, 2012) by providing methods toward purposefully iden-
tifying and involving relevant stakeholders (Axelsson et al., 2013). Salutogenesis representatives bear 
witness to Mangsa’s facilitation of agile design methods and flexible sourcing of both internal and ex-
ternal project resources (i.e. staff and clients) as having provided attractive results that could not have 
been achieved by Salutogenesis alone. In this case, external competencies and methods were given 
priority in structuring the design process thus delaying the involvement of (internal) functions and 
roles that were perceived as obstacles in the early stages of a design process. While, this exclusion of 
organizational functions during the early stages could mean the views of important internal stakehold-
ers are ignored (Axelsson et al., 2013), it was mostly perceived as a benefit rather than a concern by 
the participating municipal staff. Temporary structural flexibility (Lusch and Nambisan, 2015), as de-
scribed in this case, may constitute a mode of mediation between the tensions of innovation capability, 
innovation collaboration, and innovation governance in the public sector. This indicates that the man-
agement of novel and existing innovation practices is relevant for PSOs as well as private firms. 
Third, conditions for innovation intermediation is a salient issue to consider for both PSOs and private 
firms when exploring forms of collaboration for DI. Findings from this study indicate that PSOs and 
private firms may do well to consider the need for and nature of innovation collaboration when seek-
ing partners. The foundation of the pilot project constitutes the road map for the collaboration between 
Salutogenesis and Mangsa and is dictated to a significant extent by contract. Thus, the architecture of 
participation between the actor organizations is quite transactional, where Salutogenesis gains access 
to the competencies and procedures for DI design in exchange for funds. However, as illustrated by a 
consultant's frustration with the projectization, Mangsa desires the association to be both longer term 
and relational rather than transactional, which may frame their compliance with additional reporting to 
the parent project as maintenance of customer relations. In relation to the concept of innovation inter-
mediaries (Nambisan and Sawhney, 2007) this may reframe the question of “how to source for innova-
tion from outside of your organization” (p.110) to: how to gain and sustain an innovation-seeking cus-
tomer outside of your organization. Conversely, for public sector actors it may be important to consid-
er internal conditions for external collaboration as well as the selection of an appropriate innovation 
intermediary. As a manager noted, it may not be feasible to have access to specialized forms of 
knowledge in-house, thus raising the relevance of nurturing relationships with external actors. This 
could entail a cognizant increase of transparency in the rules of exchange, i.e. recognizing and reward-
ing additional efforts. This finding reflects the recommendation of Chen and Perry (2003) to consider 
IT outsourcing from a relational perspective. On the other hand, the reservations of a business devel-
oper about the reliance on external actors for performing DI design processes points toward a conflict 
between wanting to control and conduct a DI design process in-house rather than adopting a more 
flexible approach to innovation by involving external actors. Again, literature on IT outsourcing 
(Gantman, 2011) has identified and mirrors some of the tensions in cross-sectoral collaboration.  
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6 Conclusions, limitations and future research 
This paper describes how heterogeneous (innovation) teams come to be involved in and achieve agen-
cy during a DI design process in the public sector. Through the analysis of a case study of a successful 
DI design project involving PSO staff, clients, and external consultants, this study concludes it is nec-
essary to architect a structure for flexible provisional participation in the design process, thereby al-
lowing novel collaborations to emerge, facilitating access to innovation intermediation and the integra-
tion of knowledge resources required for successful DI. Taking the findings of this study into consid-
eration could be an important step for practice and research in addressing many of the challenges and 
competing concerns PSOs face in their efforts to create viable and desirable digital public services. 
A limitation of this paper is its focus on the design phase of the innovation process, thus ignoring the 
rest of the innovation process as well as innovation outcomes, which could be problematic given the 
unbounded nature of DI processes (Nambisan et al., 2017) where functionality could be developed in 
perpetuity (Kallinikos et al., 2013). Moreover, the paper does not discuss citizens to any great degree, 
thus downplaying their potential role in DI design. Future research should consider more aspects of 
Lusch & Nambisan’s (2015) broadened view of service innovation to comprehensively address aspects 
of continuous digital innovation such as ecosystem, platform and value-in-use. Another promising way 
to address both these limitations would be to study ongoing processes of DI aimed at public digital 
services, where the concepts of design and use recombination (Henfridsson et al., 2018) could be used 
to examine how digital resources are continuously (re)configured by diverse actors. 
Idealized descriptions of DI processes often fail to consider enrolment events (e.g. Fichman et al., 
2014; Tate, Bongiovanni, Kowalkiewicz and Townson, 2018), thus offering poor initial support for 
practitioners attempting to setup DI projects involving diverse actors. This study suggests a practical 
and academic need to foster appropriate structures that allow actors possessing heterogeneous 
knowledge resources to engage flexibly in DI design processes. Two possible ways to study these 
challenges are from the perspectives of Orchestration and Dynamic problem-solution design pairing 
suggested by Nambisan et. al. (2017). 
In the context of the public sector, the challenges of balancing competing concerns of internal versus 
external innovation collaboration (Svahn et al., 2017) may be further complicated by legal and regula-
tory issues (Bertot et al., 2016) such as public procurement. Given the possibilities for increasingly 
open and distributed innovation processes (Nambisan et al., 2017), these insights imply a further need 
for inquiry as to when and under what forms public-private DI collaborations could be advantageous, 
and how digital technology could act as an innovation intermediary. 
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